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R537Five years before Charles Darwin’s 
death, the issue of human population 
growth, which had triggered Darwin’s 
thoughts on natural selection 
throughout other species, hit the news 
with some force. Thomas Malthus, 
almost a century earlier had raised 
the fear that uncontrolled human 
population growth was unsustainable 
and would be challenged.
And in 1877, news was spreading 
around the world of appalling famines 
in India and China, great migrations 
across the Atlantic and Asia and the 
beginning of large-scale organised 
violence against Chinese immigrants 
in the US. It was also the year “when 
the world first heard of a remarkable 
family that had grown to some 1,200 
people in seven generations. Through 
criminality, pauperism and disease, the 
pseudonymous Jukes were alleged to 
have cost the American people over 
$20 million in today’s dollars,” writes 
Matthew Connelly in a new book 
Fatal Misconceptions, which charts 
the global efforts to control human 
population growth.
The issue had an uneasy base in the 
field of eugenics during the first part of 
the 20th century, which was concerned 
not only with limiting population 
growth, but also with ensuring that 
various categories of humans were 
prevented from reproducing. The best 
efforts were tainted by this underlying 
perception so that governments 
turned away from it in later years.
This issue came to a head at the 1974 
World Population Conference, followed 
by India’s rejection of Indira Gandhi’s 
sterilisation policies three years later, 
which exposed the population control 
movement as having no mandate. 
It was rejected by a majority of 
governments and by India, the most 
populous democracy, writes Connelly.
All of the most important 
international and non-governmental 
organisations in the field entered a 
period of agonising reappraisal. Facing 
staff and budget cuts, population 
controllers could only take satisfaction 
in receiving confirmation that fertility 
rates had begun to fall in almost every 
region of the world. Together with 
unfulfilled predictions of imminent 
global famine, it only made their work 
seem less urgent, and their excesses 
all the more unforgivable. Continuing 
debates about whether government 
programs were reducing fertility 
rates — in most places, it started 
without them — were becoming 
matters of merely academic interest.
The defeat of Indira Gandhi and the 
Congress party with its sterilisation 
programmes was a notable point for 
democracy. “Something even more 
powerful, even more implacable, 
had finally defeated the ideology of 
population control: people voting one 
by one,” writes Connelly.
But in China, without a popular vote, 
policymakers were able to pursue 
one of the world’s largest population 
control programs without the worry 
of popular rejection. To begin with, 
proponents of population control 
ignored the possibility that people 
might choose to have fewer children 
even with less coercive measures. 
In fact, the fertility rate was already 
falling rapidly: in the 1970s it fell from 
6.4 to 2.7 over the preceding decade. 
But by using future projections as 
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Bias: The restriction in number of children in China and other Asian countries has led to a rise in the number of male children born. (Picture: 
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R538evidence, advocates helped convince 
China’s senior leadership to launch a 
campaign to halt all population growth 
by 2000. The one-child family was one 
policy on which Mao’s successors 
could agree. “Deng Xiaoping, now 
pre- eminent among them, was 
particularly concerned about rising 
unemployment and the need to 
improve per capita consumption.”
Implementing China’s one-child 
campaign required processing 
census data to determine national 
and local birth quotas. That is why 
the Chinese, who otherwise pursued 
their family- planning policies without 
international involvement, wanted 
outside assistance with improving 
these data and acquiring computers 
to process it. This would ultimately 
produce something population 
controllers in any country would find 
highly valuable.
The Chinese managed to create 
individual birth permits. “‘Based on 
the nationally issued population plan 
targets,’ one such permit stated, 
‘combined with the need for late 
marriage, late birth, and fewer births it 
is agreed that you may give birth to a 
child during the year [198-]; the quota 
is valid for the year and cannot be 
transferred’”, Connolly writes.
Women who instead opted for 
an abortion earned 14 days of paid 
vacation — 40 days if it occurred in 
the second trimester of pregnancy and 
was promptly followed by sterilisation. 
“Other incentives and disincentives 
varied from province to province, but 
those in Hubei were typical: if parents 
had only one child, they were given 
subsidies for health care, priority in 
housing, and extra retirement pay. The 
child was also favoured with preferred 
access to schools, university and 
employment. But if the parents had 
another child, they were required to 
repay these benefits. And for those 
that had more than two children, both 
mother and father were docked 10 per 
cent of their pay for 14 years.”
The Chinese policy has caused 
untold family restrictions and distress. 
Following the Sichuan earthquake 
in May, in which schools collapsed, 
the burial of many families’ only child 
highlighted the plight. But even before 
these events, China had begun to 
consider the possible scrapping of its 
one-child policy.
A senior planning official said earlier 
this year that the policy was under 
review, acknowledging concerns about 
its effects in creating an ageing society 
and gender gap.
The controversial rules, which 
restrict most urban families to a 
single child and rural households to 
two, were introduced in the 1970s 
in a bid to bring the country’s vast 
population from soaring out of control 
and outstripping limited resources. 
But the vice-minister of the National 
Population and Family Planning 
Commission said officials were 
carrying out detailed examination of 
the environmental, social and other 
implications of changing the law.
Asked if they were planning to axe 
the one-child policy, Zhao Baige told 
reporters in Beijing that there was 
a ‘very serious process’ of study. “I 
cannot say at what time or how [we 
will decide] but this has become 
a really big issue among decision 
makers”, she said.
“We want to have a transition from 
control to slowdown incrementally. 
The attitude is to do the studies, to 
consider it responsibly.”
Although the population has yet 
to peak as a result of the one-child 
policy — it is expected to rise from 
1.3 billion to 1.5 billion in 2033 — the 
birth rate has dropped below the 
replacement rate of 2.1.
Rising prosperity in recent years 
has also helped to change attitudes. 
Zhao said 60 per cent of young women 
now say they want a maximum of two 
children. While there is no prospect of 
controls being thrown out overnight, 
changes could be rolled out region 
by region, or introduced for particular 
kinds of households. Concessions 
already exist allowing people in their 
second marriage to have another 
baby if their spouse has none, and 
permitting couples without any 
siblings to have two children.
But officials are nervous of 
announcing potential changes in the 
rules in case people pre-empt them. 
Discussions about relaxations of the 
law in 1983 are believed to have led to 
an extra 30 million babies that year.
Zhao also acknowledged the 
problems posed by the longstanding 
cultural preference for boys and also 
warned that in the future the use of 
ultrasound to predict the sex of a 
child — and terminate female fetuses — 
could become a big issue in China.
China already has a rate of 118 male 
births to every 100 females, way 
above the global average ratio of 
between 103 and 107 males to every 
100 females.
As the world grows more 
populous — the UN projects eight 
billion people by 2025, up from 6.6 
billion today — it also growing more 
prosperous. And this is key to rising 
commodity prices. The average person 
is consuming more food, water, metal 
and power. Growing numbers of 
China’s 1.3 billion people and India’s 
1.1 billion are stepping up to the 
middle class, adopting the high-protein 
diet, oil-fuelled transport and electric 
gadgets that developed nations enjoy.
If China relaxes its one-child 
policy in whatever form, it may be 
banking on the development effect: 
in the late nineteenth century, amidst 
all the heated discussion about 
population control that was occurring 
in Darwin’s time, the birth rates in 
several European countries began 
to fall, regardless of official policy. 
Europe now has some of the lowest 
population growth rates in the world, 
apart from immigration.
As China and India are now 
increasingly in the global marketplace 
for goods, their increased 
development may be reflected by a 
declining birth rate. But their growing 
economic clout means that current 
patterns of food production, trade and 
environmental protection may face 
radical challenge.
Worried: Charles Darwin was one of the most 
distinguished biologists to consider the impli-
cations of an expanding human population. 
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